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COVID-19 Context

Seattle will continue to grow and change in unforeseen ways, made less clear and further complicated by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Employment opportunities and growth rates, existing displacement trends and lack of
affordable housing, where people want to live and the transportation options they choose, and priorities for
public funding will all be impacted by COVID-19. Yet, the pandemic highlights the need for strategies to increase
community resiliency and capacity to thrive. The lid plays a critical role in city and regional planning to ensure,
even in a global health and economic crisis, equitable opportunity and outcomes. While this feasibility study was
largely conducted in a pre-COVID reality, it recognizes the significant near-term economic, social and health
impacts of the pandemic. The long-term results of COVID-19 cannot be predicted in the timeframe of this study
but are addressed throughout the report and will be influential in future next steps in exploring a lid of I-5 in
downtown Seattle.
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S Executive Summary

S.1 Introduction
Determining the feasibility of spanning an interstate within a dense urban environment requires
an understanding of the site and its relationship with its context at various scales. This
memorandum documents the existing conditions and context assessment performed by the
consultant team to understand and describe various policy, development, and community
considerations that a potential lid or lids could have to create a framework for future decision-
making. This memorandum complements the Technical Feasibility Memorandum of the
Interstate 5 (I-5) Lid Feasibility Study (LFS), which documents the technical assessment to
evaluate the concept of lidding (i.e., overbuild or cap) the freeway through downtown Seattle,
Washington. The technical feasibility analysis was performed within a Structural Assessment
Boundary, consisting of 0.8 mile of I-5 from Madison Street (south end) to Denny Way (north
end) and its immediate perimeter (Figure 1-1) a section presenting significant grade separation
between mainline I-5 freeway lanes and surface streets.

Figure 1-1. Study Site

Aerial view of the study site; north-facing view of I-5 from Madison Street overpass.

The goal of this memorandum is to understand and document how a lid might best fit into the
existing context at all levels, and maximize benefits identified in City of Seattle plans, goals and
policies. Reference documents for this context analysis include the Seattle 2035 Comprehensive
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Plan, Imagine Greater Downtown partnership’s vision plan, the Pedestrian, Transit and Bicycle
Master Plans, Outside Citywide initiative, Parks & Open Space Plan, and the Seattle Climate
Action Plan. This analysis also focused on work done in the Housing and Livability Agenda effort,
and the Race and Social Justice Initiative. This existing conditions and context assessment
provides preliminary information to inform the answers to the questions “What can a lid
support?” and “How might different development program test cases perform?” to appraise the
economic viability of the lid concept, with place-based considerations.

S.2 General Project Approach
¶ The approach to the existing conditions and context analysis was to look at the area

surrounding the site in terms of geographic scales that matched policy-making
jurisdictions. The intent was to make sure that the full policy and physical context of the
lid was understood, and the value of the lid per the full context of policy intent could be
considered.

¶ The regional scale includes consideration of the role of I-5 in Puget Sound and growth
policies from the Puget Sound Regional Council. The citywide context looks at policies
from the City of Seattle, and Greater Downtown looks at the relationship of the work
done by City of Seattle and the Imagine Greater Downtown partnership’s vision for the
neighborhoods surrounding the proposed lid. The study area has been defined as a 15-
mintue walkshed for consideration of a reasonable and accessible walking distance from
the lid study site. The study site itself, defined as the Structural Assessment Boundary,
was analyzed in terms of detailed urban conditions, including four areas within the site.

¶ The analysis of existing conditions and context was used as a foundation for developing
the development program test cases, using the technical analysis to understand
locations on the lid suitable for various structures for a technically supportable program.
As part of the context analysis, four typologies were explored corresponding to the
allowable structural load for lightweight structures, and low-rise, mid-rise, and high-rise
structures. The physical context of the site and its surroundings was fundamental to
developing the test case studies.

S.3 Key Study Assumptions
¶ The timeframe for the analysis is 2035, consistent with the horizon of planning

projections in city and regional planning models and policies, for when the study was
being done.

¶ The analysis assumed that the only structural modification to the existing lids at
Freeway Park and the Washington State Convention Center would be at the edges for
integration with a future lid, and that modifications to the historically designated areas
of Freeway Park could be modified to some degree.

¶ The study assumes that buildings can be integrated with the lid structural framing up
through mid-rise load levels, with high-rise structures only possible where foundations
can be built on solid ground (terra firma).

¶ The study did not address traffic and utility impacts (temporary or permanent).
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S.4 Considerations and Next Steps
¶ The existing conditions are a snapshot in time in terms of policies and priorities, and to a

lesser extent, the land uses and physical context. While this feasibility study was largely
conducted in a pre-COVID-19 pandemic reality, it recognizes the significant near-term
economic, social and health impacts of the pandemic. The long-term results of the
COVID-19 pandemic cannot be predicted in the timeframe of this study but will
influence future next steps in exploring a lid of I-5 in downtown Seattle.

¶ The physical context for the lid is complex in terms of grade, parcel configuration,
existing structural elements for I-5, and access. A detailed understanding of the existing
conditions would require design at a much more specific level (> 30 percent design) than
this study was able to provide.

¶ In order to develop concepts for developing the lid, a broader public engagement effort
would be needed to inform priorities for uses and physical form.

¶ The evaluation of edge conditions would need to be considered at a finer level of detail
with master planning, to refine structural approach, entries, and landscape.

¶ Transportation and mobility patterns would need close evaluation during a master
planning effort.

¶ The on- and off- ramps should be evaluated in terms of neighborhood access and local
traffic impacts, freeway function, and the ability to connect the lid to the adjacent
neighborhood fabric.

¶ North-south pedestrian and bicycle connectivity would need further study, especially
along the Washington State Convention Center, where infrastructure on a potential lid
would meet street level and at critical intersections and access points to I-5.

¶ The amount and location of parking would be a factor in cost and design of a lid with
development, but the need for parking at the expected time of construction is unknown.

S.5 Key Takeaways
¶ Lidding I-5 could provide multiple benefits that are in line with multiple City of Seattle

policy goals by providing space for desired uses, relinking neighborhoods, improving
walkability and cycling, and offering environmental benefits. Whether the lid is the most
cost-effective way to achieve those benefits would need to be further studied.

¶ Because of the complexities of the site, creating a master plan for the lid that delivers
the potential public benefits would require creative design solutions that would solve
edge conditions, work within limited options for column placement, and improve
connections for people walking and rolling.

¶ The on- and off- ramps would be a major factor in the ability to fully connect the lid to
its surroundings.

¶ By using buildings to mitigate large grade changes (at least 10 to 14 feet), it is possible
to have multiple “ground” floors, similar to the Fisher Pavilion at Seattle Center.

¶ A lid could improve the usability of Freeway Park by adding more active uses in the
unbuilt locations and by making a stronger pedestrian route to Pine Street. However,
connecting new lidded area to Freeway Park would need to be approved in terms of the
historic designation of elements of Freeway Park and the box gardens.
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¶ Pike and Pine Streets are the most heavily used connections for pedestrians and
bicycles. The area adjacent to the Pike-Pine corridor would be a priority for improved
streetscape and for uses that activate the pedestrian realm.

¶ The Washington State Convention Center is under construction at the writing of this
report, and its presence will change the nature of the surrounding streets.

¶ Providing parking in a way that is typical for current development will be challenging
and expensive. If downtown parking becomes less of a factor in the future, it would
make the lid design easier.
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1. Introduction
The Interstate 5 (I-5) Lid Feasibility Study (LFS) identifies key considerations to inform future
planning and decision-making regarding the concept to lid I-5 through downtown Seattle,
Washington. The study was designed to understand the technical and financial feasibilities of
lidding the freeway, and to look at opportunities for maximizing public benefits. The study site
runs along a 0.8-mile sunken portion of I-5 from Madison Street (south end) to Denny Way
(north end) (Figure 1-1). Lidding (or covering) I-5 through downtown Seattle is being explored as
an opportunity to improve a publicly owned right-of-way by creating “land” for a variety of uses
such as affordable housing, open space, transportation, civic facilities and commercial
development. Existing lids in the area—the groundbreaking Freeway Park and the Washington
State Convention Center (WSCC)—are precedents for this kind of solution by spanning I-5 to
reconnect the street grid, improve pedestrian and bicycle mobility, expand open space, and
create activity and opportunity while mitigating freeway noise and other environmental
impacts. This existing conditions and context analysis provides a foundation for the potential
public benefits of a lid, the development of the test cases and the economic analysis.

The City of Seattle commissioned the I-5 LFS in February 2019 as part of the “community benefit
agreement” related to the expansion of the WSCC. The Seattle City Council approved the funds
for the I-5 LFS as part of the benefit agreement to explore the feasibility of building a new lid or
lids across I-5, expanding from the existing lids of Freeway Park and the WSCC. These funds were
secured largely through the efforts of community members who have been exploring and
advancing the proposal to lid (i.e. overbuild, deck or cap) I-5 through downtown Seattle,
Washington. Seattle’s Office of Planning and Community Development served as project
manager and convener, with active participation throughout the process from key departmental
partners Seattle Department of Transportation, Seattle Parks and Recreation, Seattle Office of
Housing and Seattle Department of Neighborhoods) as well as the asset owner, the Washington
State Department of Transportation (WSDOT).
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Figure 1-1. Study Site Areas of Analysis

For the purpose of the I-5 LFS, the study site (or Structural Assessment Boundary) was divided into four
areas of analysis. From south to north, areas comprised the following: Area 1, between Madison and
Seneca Streets; Area 2, between Seneca  and Pike Streets; Area 3, between Pike Street and Olive Way;
and Area 4, between Olive Way and Denny Way.

Determining the feasibility of spanning an interstate within a dense urban environment requires
an understanding of the site and its relationship with its context at various scales. The goal of
this memorandum is to understand and document how a lid might best fit into the existing
context at all levels, and maximize benefits identified in City of Seattle’s policies, plans and
goals. Reference documents for this context analysis include the Seattle 2035  Comprehensive
Plan, Imagine Greater Downtown partnership’s vision plan, Pedestrian and Bicycle Master Plans,
Transit Master Plan, Outside Citywide initiative, Parks & Open Space Plan, and the Seattle
Climate Action Plan. This analysis also focused on work done in the Housing and Livability
Agenda effort, and the Race and Social Justice Initiative. This existing conditions and context
assessment provides preliminary information to inform the answers to the questions “What can
a lid support?” and “How might different development program test cases perform?” to
appraise the economic viability of the lid concept, with place-based considerations.

The I-5 Lid Feasibility Study has two overarching goals:
Explore the range of feasibility—technically and financially; and
create a framework to maximize benefits for all.

This memorandum considers the current state of the physical and policy context at multiple
levels surrounding the site. It explores opportunities to create better neighborhoods and a
better city by reconnecting the gap in Seattle’s downtown urban fabric. It looks forward to a
more human-centric, and less auto-dominated urban environment. It considers the desirability
of walking and cycling, the goals of affordable housing and racial justice, and a greener, more
sustainable and resilient future.
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2. Overview
Creating new “land” over portions of the study site in downtown Seattle requires consideration
of the potential effects on the existing conditions and an understanding of the urban context
surrounding the project area at multiple scales of analysis. The assessment examines the
potential effects of the project on adjacent neighborhoods, transportation and utility
infrastructure, and real estate market conditions. Onsite constraints were also considered,
which included structural features and I-5 operations.

Figure 2-1. Aerial View of the Study Site

Aerial view of I-5 through the study site from Denny Way (north) to Madison Street (south). High-rise
buildings characterize the urban form west of I-5, while low- to mid-rise buildings (with shorter urban
blocks) are east of I-5 .

2.1 Geographic Scales of Analysis
The existing conditions and context analysis considers the site from the following scales
(Figure 2-2):

¶ The regional context looks at the lid in its place in the Puget Sound region, where
commuters travel to jobs, regional residents access amenities, goods are transported,
and visitors from around the world travel to downtown Seattle.

¶ The citywide context is the level where the City of Seattle’s policies and goals apply for
key issues, including housing, equity, race and social justice, sustainability, and mobility.

¶ The neighborhood context is considered through the lens of the Imagine Greater
Downtown partnership’s vision, Seattle’s effort to plan for the ten neighborhoods in the
center of the city (SDOT, 2019). The site and surrounding study area touch on most of
these neighborhoods.

¶ The study area context looks at an area that is within reasonable walking distance from
the segment of I-5 considered for a lid, within 5-, 10-, and 15-minute walksheds, taking
slope into account.

¶ The context of the study site itself is considered, using the boundaries defined by the
technical feasibility analysis’s Structural Assessment Boundary (SAB).
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Figure 2-2. Scales of Analysis

2.2 Reference Time Frame
The analysis in this study uses 2018 for existing conditions and uses 2035 for the future,
consistent with existing planning efforts to manage growth projections and the tentative time
frame for planning and design toward the construction of a lid. The Seattle 2035
Comprehensive Plan is based on 2035 as a planning horizon, and Sound Transit’s ST3 West
Seattle and Ballard Link Extensions are expected to be in service by that date. The central Puget
Sound region has established a 2040 vision for growth; this analysis also uses regional
projections based on the assumptions as the best available information to inform a vision and
tendencies for the Seattle of the future (Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC), 2009). During the
course of this study, PSRC released their VISION 2050: Regional Growth Strategy, which was
considered in this memorandum along with the 2035 time frame.

The study uses a variety of policy documents for its basis, relying most heavily on the following
from the City of Seattle:

¶ Seattle 2035 Comprehensive Plan

¶ Imagine Greater Downtown partnership’s vision plan

¶ Outside Citywide’s Access to Open Space Analysis

¶ Seattle 2035 Growth and Equity

¶ Pedestrian and Bicycle Master Plans

¶ Transit Master Plan

¶ 2017 Parks & Open Space Plan
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¶ Seattle Climate Action Plan

¶ Citywide Implementation of Mandatory Housing Affordability

2.3 Public Value Opportunities of a Lid
The policy context and analysis suggest potential opportunities to create public value through a
lid that supports development goals and considerations. This array of opportunities includes but
is not limited to the following:

¶ Drive outcomes that reduce or eliminate existing inequities—addressing opportunities
to reduce risk of displacement—increase low- and middle-income housing options, and
provide public spaces that are welcoming and accessible to all.

¶ Reduce environmental impacts of I-5, including noise and air pollution.

¶ Provide opportunities for utility and green infrastructure for stormwater management,
air pollution abatement, and other ecotechnologies for environmental stewardship.

¶ Reduce or eliminate safety conflicts between vehicles, bicyclists and pedestrians,
especially at I-5 entry and exit points.

¶ Reconnect neighborhoods separated by I-5 through the creation of new development
and public spaces.

¶ Support and improve the long-term safety and functionality of I-5 as the primary
north-south connection through the city, region and state, serving passenger vehicles,
transit, and freight.

¶ Re-establish and improve pedestrian and bike connectivity between adjacent
neighborhoods.

¶ Support other City of Seattle and community objectives, that includes creating
community-serving uses, civic amenities, and development that support arts and
cultural spaces and commercial affordability downtown.

2.4 Guiding Principles
Based on the values expressed in City of Seattle policies—with input from partner agencies from
the LFS Technical Advisory Team and Office of Planning and Community Development’s I-5 Lid
Feasibility Study Committee—seven guiding principles were set out to inform decision-making
for this project.

The guiding principles define opportunities to create public value and articulate the vision for
the kind of community Seattle aspires to be by 2035. The guiding principles inform development
program test cases and the economic analysis of each test case, aligning values articulated in the
Seattle 2035 Comprehensive Plan and Imagine Greater Downtown partnership’s vision with the
values embedded in decisions made as part of this study.

Equity

¶ Create processes, distribute resources, and make decisions to improve outcomes for
vulnerable, underserved, and underrepresented populations.

¶ Examine biases and power dynamics and disrupt decision-making that upholds racial
disparities and inequities.
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Health

¶ Create safe environments that mitigate the
negative impacts of I-5 on people’s physical and
mental well-being in order to achieve and sustain
healthy communities.

¶ Reduce exposure to pollutants, noise, and stress
conditions; promote active transportation; and
create a built environment that fosters social
cohesion and mental health.

Affordability

¶ Promote shared prosperity with access to
affordable housing, small business opportunities
and services.

¶ Encourage cultural and economic diversity, while
minimizing the risk of displacement surrounding
the lid.

Sustainability and Resilience

¶ Foster an urban environment that mitigates the
ecological footprint of the freeway and built
environment, to promote the health of
ecosystems, make efficient use of resources, and
increase quality of life.

¶ Increase the capacity of systems and communities within downtown Seattle to survive,
adapt, and grow in the face of chronic stresses and acute shocks, including disaster risk
reduction, to procure the long-term safety and security of people and assets.

Connectivity

¶ Reconnect neighborhoods and remedy the freeway impacts to improve access over,
under and across I-5.

¶ Establish a cohesive network of multimodal connections that increase access to
opportunity for people of all abilities by reducing existing barriers and car-dependence,
and creating efficient, safe, high-quality travel experiences for all.

Complete Community

¶ Create places that meet the basic needs of all residents in a community to reduce social
isolation, address inefficient land uses, and meet the needs of diverse households.

¶ Enhance neighborhoods with inviting places and destinations, creating spaces for
communities to gather and enjoy.

Identity

¶ Explore the potential for the lid to create a space where people of all identities belong
and thrive; recognizing, honoring, and reflecting the historical and current multicultural
identities of Seattle’s communities.

I-5 Lid Feasibility Study Guiding
Principles

To keep the exploration of a lid aligned
with the values and policy goals
articulated in the Seattle 2035
Comprehensive Plan, Imagine Greater
Downtown vision, and the City of
Seattle’s existing policy framework at
the center of the study, guiding
principles were created in partnership
with the I-5 Lid Feasibility Study
Committee. The guiding principles
define opportunities and a vision for
the kind of community Seattle aspires
to be. Those principles and the values
they represent include the following:

¶ Equity

¶ Health

¶ Affordability

¶ Sustainability and Resilience

¶ Connectivity

¶ Complete Community

¶ Identity



2. Overview Existing Conditions and Context Memorandum

I-5 Lid Feasibility Study | Page 2-7

¶ Foster a strong sense of place-based identity by creating memorable spaces that
support daily life, community, and culture.

2.5 Interstate 5
An understanding of I-5 is the starting point for considering a lid. I-5 is the backbone of
Washington state’s transportation system and one of its most important transportation assets.
It powers the regional economy, linking statewide markets to major ports up and down the
West Coast and connecting people to jobs, goods, and each other (Figure 2-3). All of the
transportation systems connecting to I-5—local streets, highways, transit, freight and national
defense infrastructure—rely heavily on I-5 as a functional highway spine.

I-5 is an economic lifeline, supporting $550 billion in business income from freight-dependent
industries. It supports Washington state’s trade with the rest of the United States, Canada, and
Asia and links marine and air-cargo port complexes with essential state warehouse districts,
industrial lands, intermodal transportation hubs, and major population centers (Washington
State Department of Transportation (WSDOT), City of Seattle, 2019).

Figure 2-3. Future of the I-5 System

Source: (WSDOT, 2019).

2.5.1 Impacts and Challenges

Since I-5 was completed in 1969, average daily traffic on I-5 near downtown Seattle has
doubled, from nearly 125,000 average daily vehicles to approximately 250,000 in 2017 (Figure
2-4) (Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT), City of Seattle, 2019). In 2018,
I-5 carried 288,000 vehicles daily through downtown Seattle, and traffic volumes are expected
to increase by 12 percent to 22 percent by 2035 (OPCD, 2019b). While I-5 offers access to the
city, it also brings noise and pollution along its length, and frequent congestion along ramps and
overpasses in I-5’s downtown Seattle segment.
































































































































































































	S Executive Summary
	S.1 Introduction

	1. Introduction

